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After  watching a  professional  wrest l ing exh ib i t ion  i n  an arena on a  Saturday n igh t ,  
one of t h e  s t rongest  of many impressions t h e  r e f l e c t i v e  observer comes away with 
i s  t h a t  of the overwhelming plot tedness  and redundancy of t h e  matches he has seen. 
Yet it would be a  most se r ious  e r r o r  t o  assoc ia te  t h i s  reduct ion of a l l  wrest l ing t o  
some apparently basic  p l o t s  with a  pauci ty of c rea t ive  a b i l i t y  on t h e  p a r t  of 
the  wres t l e r s ,  o r  t o  use it a s  t h e  bas i s  f o r  some kind of ca tegor ica l  c r i t i c i s m  of 
the  devoted and apprec ia t ive  audience. On the  contrary,  these  p a t t e r n s  should be 
conceived of  a s  a  point  of departure,  both f o r  t h e  wres t l e r s  themselves and f o r  
the  fans,  who can, r espec t ive ly ,  manipulate and perceive them i n  so many d i f f e r e n t  
ways. 
By f o c ~ i s s i n ~  on the  plot tedness  of professional  wrest l ing,  I do not mean t o  suggest 
t h a t  t h i s  i s  t h e  most e s s e n t i a l  component of t h e  whole phenomenon. This would be 
making an e r r o r  comparable t o  mistaking a  s c r i p t  f o r  a  play,  an e r r o r  perhaps 
j u s t i f i a b l e  from t h e  perspect ive of l i t e r a r y  h i s to ry ,  but not from a point  of 
view which sees  dramatic a r t  i n  i t s  e n t i r e t y .  According t o  J. L. Styan, 
The s c r i p t  on t h e  page i s  not t g e  drama any more than a  c l o t  of e a r r h  
i s  a  f i e l d  of corn;  it is e s s e n t i a l  cons tan t ly  t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h i s .  The 
words of Hamlet a r e  merely s igna l s  f o r  communication, i n  which (heresy, 
s t i l l ,  t o  some) the  unspoken can be a s  important a s  the  spoken, i n  
which t h e  nighted colour of the  Prince 's  costume can be a s  urgent a s  
t h e  s t roke  of a  poe t i c  image. Thus, t h e  c r i t i c i s m  of drama must imply 
a study of s t imulus and reac t ion ,  but t h i s  i s  a  s o c i a l  study concerned 
with a l l  t h e  vagaries  of human s o c i a l  behavi0r . l  
My purpose i n  emphasizing s t r u c t u r e  i s  r a t h e r  a  d i f f e r e n t  one, and it i s  necess i t a ted  
by the  inherent nature of professional  wrest l ing i t s e l f .  Professional  wrest l ing 
is not unl ike o ther  forms of drama insofa r  a s  it is performed a s  a represen ta t ion  
o r  in te rp re ta t ion  of r e a l i t y .  What makes it unique, however, i s  t h a t  while it 
is performed a s  drama, it i s  i n  many instances perceived a s  a  form of open-ended 
contest-- that  is, a s  l eg i t imate  spor t .2  Furthermore, i n  many cases where it is 
perceived a s  drama, wrest l ing has t h e  capaci ty t o  invoke and s u s t a i n  a  "suspension 
of d i sbe l i e f "  on t h e  p a r t  of i t s  f ans  f o r  much longer periods of time than do 
o ther  forms of drama. 
Given these  f a c t s ,  it becomes apparent t h a t  ana lys i s  of t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of p rofess iona l  
wrest l ing matches l o g i c a l l y  precedes any g rea te r  understanding of t h e  event a s  
a  whole. For on t h e  one hand, as al luded t o  above, it i s  t h e  a b i l i t y  of t h e  
wres t l e r  t o  dea l  with t r a d i t i o n a l  expectat ions ( i . e . ,  t h e  formulaic p l o t )  i n  a  
c rea t ive  way which makes h i s  o r  her  performance more o r  l e s s  engrossing and 
convincing. A t  t h e  same time, it i s  t h e  way i n  which t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of t h i s  
ac t ion  i s  perceived t h a t  u l t imate ly  informs t h e  meaning and s ign i f i cance  of t h e  
event a s  a  whole f o r  t h e  individual  pe rc ip ien t s .  
While the re  i s  a  broad range of involvement displayed i n  the  arena,  two poles  of 
meaning between which t h i s  involvement v a r i e s  suggest themselves from t h e  
testimony co l lec ted  from wrest l ing fans .  There a r e  those individuals  who perceive 
a  wrest l ing match a s  an event with a  predetermined outcome. I t  i s  my content ion 
t h a t ,  fo r  these people, wrest l ing is seen primari ly a s  a r t f u l  enter tainment ,  
while the  moral s t rugg le  which wrest l ing dramatizes i s  experienced i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  
and, whatever i t s  importance, i n  some way secondarily t o  the  purely en te r ta in ing  
nature of the event. On t h e  o ther  hand, the re  a r e  those people who perceive 
professional  wrest l ing a s  open-ended spor t .  For them there  is no separat ion between 
the  a c t i o n  and t h e  controversy which motivates it; t h a t  is, t h e  wres t l e r s  a r e  not  
seen a s  a c t o r s  who adopt r o l e s ,  but a s  r e a l  manifestat ions of good and e v i l .  For 
these  individuals ,  wrest l ing is responded t o  passionately a s  the  embodiment of a  
b a t t l e  between v i r t u e  and v ice ,  ca r r i ed  out  by con tes tan t s  possessing varying 
degrees of mar t i a l  s k i l l .  Thus, a s  one wrest l ing fan s a i d  t o  me, t h e  reason he 
went t o  see Bruno Sammartino wrest le  Stan Hansen i n  a  championship match a t  t h e  
Philadelphia Spectrum was because he "thought it would be one tremendous outgoing 
of brute  fo rce  aga ins t  b ru te  f ~ r c e . " ~  
I t  is t o  be expected t h a t  wres t l e r s ,  who a r e  o f ten  qu i te  sophist icated performers, 
have a  highly de ta i l ed  knowledge of t h e  match s t ruc tu re .  Thus, i n  terms of an 
analogy t o  l i n g u i s t i c s ,  successful  professional  wres t l e r s  not only begin with an 
understanding of semantic intent-- the c rea t ion  through drama of t h e  i l l u s i o n  of 
an open-ended s t rugg le  between t h e  fo rces  of good and evil--but they know t h e  
syn tac t i c  and phonological r u l e s  necessary f o r  generating and producing minutely 
s ty l i zed  performances a s  That i s ,  they have a  knowledge of move sequences 
and of p a r t i c u l a r  ways of physical ly r e a l i z i n g  these  sequences. Knowledge of these  
r u l e s  i s  manifested a s  the  choices made by a  wres t l e r  throughout every p a r t  of 
h i s  performance. 
Audience awareness of t h e  "grammar" of professional  wrest l ing i s  more problematic 
than t h a t  of the  wres t l e r s  themselves. While t h e r e  appears t o  be common knowledge 
concerning the  os tens ib le  semantic i n t e n t  of wrest l ing-- that  i s ,  everyone under- 
s tands t h a t  it i s  a  more o r  l e s s  r e a l  "ba t t l e"  between good and bad ( j u s t  @ 
r e a l ,  of course,. i s  t h e  question)--knowledge of t h e  syn tac t i c  and phonological 
r u l e s  u t i l i z e d  by t h e  wres t l e r s  i s  invariably l e s s  inc lus ive  than t h a t  of t h e  
performers themselves, and var ies  from one member of the  audience t o  t h e  next .  
With t h i s  information spe l l ed  o u t ,  it should become apparent how d i f f e r e n t  f ans  
i n t e r p r e t  and evaluate  the  performances which a r e  staged f o r  them with t h e i r  
( t a c i t )  cooperation. 
This point concerning t a c i t  cooperation deserves some elaborat ion.  Although 
t h e  de l ibe ra te  emphasis of my argument has been on t h e  s ign i f i can t  d i f fe rences  
between ways of  perceiving p rofess iona l  wrest l ing matches (espec ia l ly  t h e i r  
s t r u c t u r e ) ,  i n  order  f o r  t h e  event t o  produce more than jus t  a  random co l lec t ion  
of unique, unrelated in te rp re ta t ions ,  the  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h e  event must share 
c e r t a i n  conventions--that i s ,  have some "mutual understanding about t h e  meaning 
of ac t ion ,  which includes ges tu res  and speech."= 
According t o  El izabeth Burns, t h e r e  a r e  two kinds of conventions operat ive i n  
t h e a t r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n s :  r h e t o r i c a l  and au then t ica t ing .  The former r e f e r s  t o  
t h e  re la t ionsh ip  between a c t o r s  and audience, t h e  l a t t e r  t o ' t h e  re la t ionsh ip  
between ac to rs  within t h e  f i c t i v e  bounds of t h e  play. Several very i n t e r e s t i n g  
things can be sa id  about these  conventions a s  they r e l a t e  t o  professional  
wrest l ing.  In  a  previous a r t i c l e  it was shown how t h e  wres t l e r s  and t h e i r  
managers make constant  use of a  "communication currency" t o  in tens i fy  t h e  
i n t e r e s t  of t h e  fans,  and t o  make l eg i t imate  t h e  s t rugg le  i n  which they 
p a r t i c i p a t e  a s  t h e  i d e a l  representar ions of good and evil.6 Reference t o  t h i s  
communication currency the re fore  serves both t o  de f ine  and au then t ica te  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  
Defini t ions of the  s i tuat ion--or  the  establishment of a  r h e t o r i c a l  r e la t ionsh ip  
between performers and fans-- is  a l s o  accomplished through a very e labora te  use 
and "misuse" of s p a t i a l ,  temporal, moral, and e t h i c a l  frames. Frames a r e  
defined by Goffman a s  t h e  "principles  of organizat ion which govern events--at 
l e a s t  s o c i a l  ones--and our subject ive involvement i n  them," i n  accordance with 
which d e f i n i t i o n s  of s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  b u i l t  up.7 
In  a  wrest l ing match, frames a r e  s e t  up, l i k e  ( f o r  some) t h e  t h e a t r i c a l  and spor t ing  
atmosphere of t h e  arena,  t h e  boundary of  t h e  elevated r i n g ,  t h e  beginning and 
ending boundaries of t h e  rounds o r  f a l l s ,  t h e  l e g a l  s a n c t i t y  of t h e  r e f e r e e ,  and s o  
on. These frames a r e  then systematical ly and q u i t e  o f ten  chao t ica l ly  t ransgressed.  
In o ther  words, t h e  i n i t i a l  d e f i n i t i o n  of t h e  s i t u a t i o n  a s  e i t h e r  a  spor t ing  o r  
t h e a t r i c a l  event i s  e i t h e r  reaff i rmed o r  transformed i n  t h e  eyes of t h e  viewer. 
(Of course, t h e  i n i t i a l  and i n  f a c t  p reva i l ing  d e f i n i t i o n  of t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i n  
t h e  eyes of t h e  promoters and performers is of a  t h e a t r i c a l  event--except, from 
t h e i r  point  of view, on those ca tas t roph ic  occasions when t h e  s i t u a t i o n  
"deter iorates"  i n t o  a  r e a l  f i g h t  o r  r i o t . )  Goffman describes t h i s  framing 
process i n  humorous d e t a i l :  
Typically t h e  con tes tan t s  s t a r t  out  s t ay ing  within the  r u l e s ,  except 
t h a t  o f ten  an e labora te  point  i s  made (espec ia l ly  by t h e  v i l l a i n - t o -  
be) of  doing so.  Then character  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  i n t o  heavy and hero 
begins. Foretold by t h e  d i f f e r e n t i a l  r epu ta t ion  and appearance of 
the  two men, the  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  begins t o  be es tab l i shed  through 
the  heavy-to-be's beginning t o  break t h e  r u l e s .  He s t a r t s  t o  make 
moves t h a t  a r e  i l l e g a l ,  p e r s i s t s  i n  these  s o  t h a t  more than verba l  
admonishment i s  required by the  r e f e r e e ,  and when he f i n a l l y  d e s i s t s  
he sneaks i n  a  post terminal  dol lop.  He th rea tens  t h e  audience, haggles 
with t h e  re fe ree ,  and shamelessly pleads f o r  mercy when he i s  d i s -  
advantaged. He s l a p s  t h e  hero and s t e p s  on him i n  imperial 
a c t s  of contempt t h a t  r a d i c a l l y  reframe f i g h t i n g  moves i n t o  purely 
r i t u a l  ones. The hero, weakened by punishing i l l e g a l  a t t a c k s ,  
inflamed by count less  i n f r a c t i o n s  of t h e  r u l e s ,  f a l t e r s .  F ina l ly  
he i s  f l a g r a n t l y  sinned aga ins t  once too o f ten .  His r ighteous 
indignation b o i l s  over, r e leas ing  new s t reng th ,  and now, having 
earned t h e  moral r i g h t  t o  take t h e  laws of wrest l ing i n t o  h i s  own 
hands, he becomes downkeyed i n t o  a  wild beast  who r o a r s  f o r  t h e  k i l l ,  
s t r i k e s  back i l l e g a l l y ,  and wins t h e  match. And what has been 
faked i s  not  a  demonstration of wrest l ing s k i l l  ( the re  is very 
l i t t l e  attempt t o  do t h a t )  bu t ,  sometimes magnificently and 
sometimes c a t h a r t i c a l l y ,  t h e  v i o l a t i o n  of a  t r a d i t i o n a l  frame.' 
To pursue t h e  discussion of  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  of t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  it i s  i n  t h e  manner 
i n  which professional  wrest l ing a r t i c u l a t e s  with t h e  l i f e  t h e  audience l i v e s  
ou t s ide  t h e  boundaries of t h e  arena (an a r t i c u l a t i o n  exploi ted t o  t h e  f u l l  by 
t h e  promoters and performers of wres t l ing) ,  t h a t  wrest l ing a t  l e a s t  p o t e n t i a l l y  
assumes symbolic s t a t u s .  Once again,  however, the  r e a l i z a t i o n  of t h i s  p o t e n t i a l  
and t h e  a c t u a l  form it takes  is dependent upon t h e  framework--theatrical o r  
sporting--in which wrest l ing is perceived a s  taking place.  This i s  because a  
c e r t a i n  amount of psychic d i s tance  must e x i s t  between an ac t ion  and i t s  doer 
o r  pe rc ip ien t  i n  order  f o r  him t o  see t h a t  it has a  p o t e n t i a l  reference beyond 
i t s e l f .  
The not ion of  psychic d i s tance  brings us  back t o  an i s sue  mentioned above--the 
quest ion of t h e  e s t h e t i c  q u a l i t y  ( o r ,  a s  some would have it, t h e  l ack  of i t )  
of professional  wrest l ing.  In  h i s  a r t i c l e  on "The Complex Relat ion of Simple 
Forms," Roger Abrahams employs t h e  parameter of t h e  r e l a t i v e  degree of psychic 
d i s tance  (used i n  a  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  manner from t h e  way I use t h e  term 
above) a s  t h e  bas i s  f o r  d i s t ingu ish ing  between d i f f e r e n t  genres of expressive 
behavior. In  accordance with t h i s  c r i t e r i o n ,  Abrahams charac te r izes  fo lk  
drama a s  cons i s t ing  of "an almost complete severance of  contact  between per- 
formers and audience--this i s  what is meant by t h e  term 'psychic d i s tance . '  
Iden t i f i ca t ion  with t h e  c o n f l i c t  occurs v ica r ious ly ,  r a t h e r  than through 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  a s  i n  a  
As long a s  Abrahams' coro l l a ry  claim holds up--that " there is a g rea te r  f ee l ing  of 
a r t i f i c i a l  dramatic involvement, emphasizing t h a t  t h e  reso lu t ion  of t h e  c o n f l i c t  
is predeterminedv--it i s  possible  f o r  a member of t h e  audience t o  evaluate  t h e  
performance i n  terms of its a r t i s t i c  q u a l i t i e s  .lo For professional  wres t l ing ,  
t h i s  e s t h e t i c  i s  general ly t h e  s t y l e ,  creativi;?, and degree of convincingness 
with which r e a l  s t r a t e g i c  b a t t l e  is simulated. That is, a s  long a s  it is 
recognized a s  drama, it can be evaluated a s  such. ( I t  is evident once again 
how important t h e  not ion of framing i s  t o  professional  wrest l ing.)  
I f  Abrahams' desc r ip t ion  i s  r e f ined ,  however, t o  include t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  
the  reso lu t ion  i s  not recognized a s  being predetermined--that i s ,  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  
d i f f e r e n t  degrees of involvement within t h e  same genre--it would seem t h a t  t h e  
event could no longer be evaluated i n  terms b f r a m a t i c  a r t ,  but  only i n  terms 
of mar t i a l  s k i l l  o r  in tens i ty .  It would be poss ib le  t o  say, f o r  instance,  t h a t  
"Bruno Sammartino fought a s t r a t e g i c a l l y  soph is t i ca ted ,  rugged ba t t l e , "  but 
not t h a t  "Bruno Sammartino did a b r i l l i a n t  job of ac t ing  a s  i f  he were f i g h t i n g  
a s t r a t e g i c a l l y  soph is t i ca ted ,  rugged ba t t l e . "  Thus, my content ion i s  t h a t  
t h e r e  a r e  two t o t a l l y  d i f fe ren t  l e v e l s  of e s t h e t i c  evaluat ion app l icab le  t o  
professional  wrest l ing which a r e  operat ive a t  t h e  same time, one being i n  a 
sense a "meta-statement" about t h e  o ther .  Nelson Goodman makes a comparable 
point  from a r e l a t e d  angle when he says t h a t  no matter  how i d e n t i c a l  an o r i g i n a l  
and a forged work of a r t  may appear t o  be, each supports  its own e s t h e t i c .  The 
d i f fe rence  between Goodman's case and the  case a t  hand i s  t h a t ,  while he i s  
deal ing with two d i s t i n c t  a r t i f a c t s ,  one p a r t i c u l a r  wrest l ing match i s  o f ten  
perceived within i t s e l f  a s  being both forged and genuine a t  t h e  same time by 
d i f f e r e n t  people, o r  by t h e  same people a t  d i f f e r e n t  times.'' 
This l a s t  observation r a i s e s  an important point  t h a t  s o  f a r  I have been 
neglect ing.  I have tended t o  d e a l  with the  percept ion of professional  wrest l ing 
almost exclusively i n  terms of  an e i t h e r / o r  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  and I may have created 
t h e  inaccurate  impression t h a t  a l l  fans of  wrest l ing f i t  nea t ly  i n t o  one of 
two absolute  ca tegor ies :  t o t a l  scep t ics  o r  t o t a l  be l i evers .  I n  a c t u a l i t y  t h i s  
i s  not  t h e  case.  To ta l  scepticism and t o t a l  b e l i e f  do form two poles  of a 
spectrum of poss ib le  responses t o  professional  wrest l ing,  but  t h e  responses of 
an individual  fan may be located a t  d i f f e r e n t  po in t s  along t h i s  spectrum a t  
d i f f e r e n t  points  i n  time, whether t h a t  time span be h i s  o r  her  e n t i r e  l i f e  a s  a 
fan ,  t h e  length of a Saturday n igh t  exh ib i t ion ,  o r  t h e  durat ion of a s ing le  
match. 
An i l l u s t r a t i o n  of how d i f f e r e n t  kinds of matches on a Saturday night  card can 
e l i c i t  varying responses i s  provided by those matches i n  which t h e  con tes tan t s  
a r e  not male heavyweights. Although the  majori ty  of matches on any given night  
a r e  between members of t h i s  group of wres t l e r s ,  it is common f o r  t h e  promoter 
t o  include a con tes t  between "female grapplers"  and/or a con tes t  between 
midgets. This aspect  of professional  wrest l ing d i sp lays  most e x p l i c i t l y  i t s  
a f f i n i t y  t o  t h e  c i r c u s  i n  both content  and form, and Bouissac's charac te r iza t ion  
of t h e  rule-ordered nature of c i r c u s  a c t s  is a s  pe r t inen t  t o  t h e  one a s  t h e  
o ther :  "Any given c i rcus  a c t  is not an open-ended s e r i e s  of happenings, but a 
pat terned display of  t y p i c a l  events ,  ca re fu l ly  planned, and repeated day a f t e r  
day i n  s imi la r  circumstances f o r  a c e r t a i n  period of time without s i g n i f i c a n t  
changes. "13 
The underlying reason why midget and female matches d i f f e r  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  from 
male heavyweight con tes t s  i s  t h a t  they a r e  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  more t h e a t r i c a l  than 
t h e  l a t t e r  category; i n  America, a t  l e a s t ,  midgets and women do not usual ly 
p a r t i c i p a t e  a s  opponents i n  emotionally charged, physical  contact  spor t ing  
events (although t h i s  does not r u l e  ou t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  aspects  of these  
events a r e  not considered t o  be bel ieveable by some people). According 
t o  Sherman Drexler, the  husband of a former female wres t l e r ,  another inherent  
d i f fe rence  between women (and by inference,  midget) wrest l ing events  and male 
heavyweight events is i n  t h e  manner i n  which they a r e  performed: 
They were always shor te r  (female matches), so they were bas ica l ly  
quicker. And bas ica l ly  not a s  good i n  t h e  sense of not being 
a s  accomplished ac to rs .  P a r t  of what they had going aga ins t  them 
was t h a t  they were l ightweight .  They had very few heavy women. 
They wanted women with some a t h l e t i c  a b i l i t y  t o  be a b l e  t o  f l y  
through the  a i r .  And, so they weren't--they t r i e d  t o  do t h e  
same th ing ,  but i n  my opinion they d idn ' t  succeed, because some 
of the  men were formidable ac to rs .  And a t  a g r e a t  weight, it 
j u s t  added t o  it, everytime they'd shake t h e  r i n g  with emotions, 
stamping. So it jus t  made f o r  a more impressive show. And then,  
when ponderous people f i n a l l y  erupt  i n t o  ac t ion ,  t h a t  was always 
a kind of re lease .  So it would be hard f o r  the  women. Sometimes 
they would do similar--sometimes they would even do more 
complicated th ings  requ i r ing  more a g i l i t y .  But t h e  men were 
much more wi l l ing  t o  g e t  i n t o  frozen tableaus of good and e v i l ,  
slowly moving con tes t s ,  t h a t  were easy t o  apprec ia te ,  more visual .14 
One of t h e  most i n t e r e s t i n g  aspec t s  of t h e  f luc tua t ion  i n  a t t i t u d e  t y p i c a l  of 
wrest l ing fans i s  t h e  phenomenon of t h e  "suspension of d i s b e l i e f , "  wi l l ing  o r  
otherwise, which occurs so frequently i n  so many viewers during a wrest l ing match. 
As noted before, t h i s  t r i g g e r s  a t r ans f igura t ion  i n  t h e  perception of t h e  arena 
from stage t o  bat t leground,  and a s imi la r  change i n  t h e  percept ion of t h e  
wres t l e r s  from a c t o r s  t o  combatants. I t  i s  p rec i se ly  a t  t h i s  point  t h a t  t h e  
metaphor of t h e  s t age  assumes i t s  f u l l  p o t e n t i a l  a s  a model f o r  r e a l  l i f e .  A t  
t h i s  moment one 's  knowledge of t h e  always uncertain reso lu t ion  of a c t i o n  i n  t h e  
"drama" of r e a l  l i f e ,  and knowledge of t h e  now apparent ly open-ended reso lu t ion  
of ac t ion  i n  a t o t a l l y  absorbing play,  a r e  equal ly tenuous, founded on nothing 
more d e f i n i t e  than hope, f a i t h ,  and t r a d i t i o n a l  expectat ions,  which a r e  themselves 
always subject  t o  possible  disconfirmation. A s  Louis Beck says,  
I f  . . . I do not know t h e  p l o t  of Hamlet, rr.y mode of i n t e r p r e t i n g  
the  ac t ions  t h a t  Lord Ol iv ie r  performs as Hamlet is very much t h e  
same a s  my mode of in te rp re t ing  t h e  ac t ions  I observe him t o  
perform i n  r e a l  l i f e  a s  a member of t h e  House of Lords. The reasons, 
s i t u a t i o n s ,  and spec i f i c  publ ic  condit ions of p rac t i ce  of t h e  s t age  
world of Elsinore Cast le  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  from but no more s t range t o  
me than those of Westminster Palace, and t h e  manner i n  which I 
understand h i s  ac t ions  i n  each i s  t h e  same. My ~ e r c e ~ t i o n  of the  . . 
l i t e r a l  ac to r  i n  an unreal  world i s  synechdochic i n  t h e  same 
experimental, t e n t a t i v e  way a s  my percept ion of t h e  metaphorical 
a c t o r  i n  t h e  r e a l  world.15 
Given t h i s  kind of "capt ivat ingly tenuous" s t rugg le  between good and evil--which 
i s  the  ra i son  d ' e t r e  of professional  wrest l ing-- i t  is appropriate  t o  consider  
w r e s t l i n g ' s f -  t o  the  l i t e r a r y  type with which t h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  tends 
t o  associate it: melodrama. "The c l a s s i c  melodramatic pa t t e rn , "  according t o  
Russel Nye, cons i s t s  of "a sensat ional  p l o t ,  a das ta rd ly  v i l l a i n ,  a brave hero, 
v i r t u e  rewarded and e v i l  f o i l e d ,  a l l  s e t  i n  a f a m i l i a r ,  s e m i r e a l i s t i c  framework."16 
Based on t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n ,  some s i m i l a r i t i e s  between wrest l ing and melodrama a r e  
immediately apparent. Both r e l y  upon c l e a r l y  del ineated character  types who 
engage i n  o f ten  mortal ,  always moral combat; i f  success fu l ,  both manage t o  evoke 
tremendous emotional r eac t ions  from t h e i r  audiences. 
There e x i s t s  another a f f i n i t y  between wrest l ing and melodrama a s  well ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
i n  t h e  l a t t e r ' s  appearance a s  what John Cawelti c a l l s  " soc ia l  melodrama." This 
type "synthesizes t h e  archetype of melodrama with a  c a r e f u l l y  and e labora te ly  
developed s o c i a l  s e t t i n g  i n  such a  way a s  t o  combine the  emotional s a t i s f a c t i o n s  
of melodrama with t h e  i n t e r e s t  inherent  i n  a  d e t a i l e d ,  int imate,  and r e a l i s t i c  
ana lys i s  of major s o c i a l  o r  h i s t o r i c a l  phenomena."17 A s  I suggested above, it i s  
i n  t h e  a r t i c u l a t i o n  between " rea l  l i f e "  and professional  wrest l ing t h a t  wrest l ing 
manages t o  sus ta in  i t s  relevance i n  the  eyes of i t s  audience. While t h i s  manipulation 
of t h e  s o c i a l  background i s  c l e a r l y  not a s  extensive a s  i n  s o c i a l  melodrama, 
without some degree of it professional  wrest l ing would be a s  b l a n t  a s  amateur 
o r  c o l l e g i a t e  wrest l ing.  According t o  Gor i l l a  Monsoon, t h i s  would be a  t o t a l l y  
unacceptable s t a t e  of a f f a i r s :  
You take wrest l ing per  se ,  col legiate- type wrest l ing.  I t ' s  l i k e  
watching g rass  grow. Because t h e r e ' s  no excitement. You see ,  we 
dea l  i n  excitement. Sure, a  promoter could say, "0.K , I want you 
guys t o  go out t h e r e  ton igh t ,  and I want everybody t o  wres t l e  
co l l eg ia te - s ty le  wrestling." You'd be ou t  of business i n  a  month, 
we'd be out  of business i n  a  month. No question about it. Because 
people want t o  be enter tained.18 
But the re  a r e  differences between wrest l ing and melodrama a s  well.  Where t h e  
melodrama ends predictably i n  t h e  v ic to ry  of v i r t u e  and t h e  reaff i rmation of 
conventional wisdom and moral i ty ,  on a  long-term bas i s  t h e  same cannot be sa id  
about wrest l ing.  Heroes c e r t a i n l y  win t h e i r  share of v i c t o r i e s ,  t o  t h e  t r u l y  immense 
s a t i s f a c t i o n  of t h e  audience, but they jus t  a s  c e r t a i n l y  succumb a s  o f ten  t o  
ignominious defeat  a t  t h e  hands (and f e e t )  of some of t h e  most wicked v i l l a i n s  
imaginable. Since wrest l ing has followed t h e  same basic  formula f o r  such a  long 
period of time, and s ince  many individuals  wrest le  successful ly ( t h a t  i s ,  luc ra -  
t i v e l y )  f o r  years ,  it i s  o f ten  d i f f i c u l t  t o  point  t o  any absolute  terminat ion 
of a  p a r t i c u l a r  sequence of matches.'' 
Professional  wrest l ing,  the re fore ,  has an added dimension of complexity not 
found i n  melodrama. In f a c t ,  whatever genre we choose t o  compare it with-- 
be it 15th century moral i ty  plays,  contemporary soap operas, o r  others--we w i l l  
f ind  t h a t  wrest l ing u l t imate ly  i s  not e n t i r e l y  commensurate with any one of 
them. Like a l l  expressive phenomena, professional  wrest l ing answers t h e  
needs and expectat ions of those who p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  it; t h e  important thing t o  
r e a l i z e  i s  t h a t  it does s o  i n  i t s  own, unique way, and should be valued accordingly.  
My comments in  t h i s  paper have been confined t o  some i n t e r e s t i n g  dramaturgical 
aspects  of professional  wrest l ing matches, and given t h e  l eng th  of t h e  a r t i c l e ,  
they have by design been more schematic than substant ive.  It i s  my hope t h a t  t h e  
a n a l y t i c a l  necessi ty  of considering t h e  d i f f e r e n t i a l  percept ion of t h e  s t r u c t u r e  
of these  matches and t h e  implicat ions of t h i s  approach f o r  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of 
t h e  meaningcs) and e s t h e t i c ( s )  of  complex expressive phenomena w i l l  be seen a s  
relevant  t o  a l l  kinds of t r a d i t i o n a l  and contemporary dramatic events .  
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